chlorine. It dug into her thighs. "Where are we going swimming?" "Nowhere, dummy," Rachel said. "It's just fun to wear a bathing suit." The material wrapped tight around Tess's chest. "Do you maybe want to write a play together?" She heard Rachel gnawing her gum, slipping off her jeans, pulling on spandex.
"A what?" "A play." Tess turned around to see Rachel staring at her. "You're still so flat," Rachel smirked. She was wearing a shiny red two-piece, blowing a bubble, popping it.
the laundry room "This is unbelievable. Truly unbelievable." Danielle pulled one item of clothing after another out of her suitcase, dipping them into the huge fondue pot of an appliance. "This stuff is completely ruined. It's never going to come out." "I'd offer you my clothes, but they'd be huge on you," Sarah said. "They wouldn't be huge." "Yes, they would." Sarah pressed her hips together like they might deflate if she just pressed hard enough. "I'm like a woolly mammoth and you're like one of my tusks." "Oh, stop." "It's true," Sarah said. "At least you're not woolly." "At least you look great in tie-dye." Danielle paused her dipping to groan. "I'm sorry," Sarah laughed. "But it's kind of funny. What a David thing to do." "Tell me about it." Sarah picked up an empty water bottle from the ground and tossed it into the recycling bin. "So what's wrong?" "With David?" "With you," Sarah said. "You look exhausted." "Long drive." "Here," Sarah stepped over the recycling bin and gently nudged Danielle aside. "Let me." She took over, wringing out and dipping. "You know, the girls are the age we were when we met." "Really?" Danielle looked up, calculating. So many answers had been found on ceilings. "Well, Rachel is, and Tess will be in a few months. Wow. But they're so young!" "Not really." Sarah removed the last once-white sock from Danielle's damp bag and plopped it into the washer. She poured in the detergent, slammed down the lid. "And now it's up to the God of Dirty Things." the master bedroom "Just grab any of them and start looking." Rachel sat on the slate blue rug in front of her parents' bookcase. Her legs were out to one side, and she was leaning on her hip like a landlocked mermaid. "All grown-up books have sex in them. Here, try this one." She tossed a book at Tess, who was sitting against the mahogany platform bed, sticking a pencil through the holes in her lined paper.
"Okay, but when are we going to start writing?" Tess set the papers down and picked up the book that had hit her knees.
"Just look for sex. And then show me." Rachel lay onto her back, her dark hair spread out like electric shock. She bit her lip and squinted in concentration as she scanned the pages of the hefty book above her.
"What do you want to write about?" Tess asked. "I was thinking maybe the Holocaust." "The what?" "The Holocaust. It was a horrible-." "I know what it is," Rachel said. "But I'd rather write about guys or something." "Like our dads? How about if our dads were in the Holocaust?" "Fine. Whatever." Rachel flipped through the pages faster and faster. She tossed the book aside and blindly grabbed another one. "I don't see the word sex anywhere." "I think this one's about plants." Tess set the book aside. She felt clammy and rug-burned.
"Fine." Rachel tossed Tess another book without looking up from her own. "Try that one." "That's a dictionary," Tess said. "Ooh! Here-no, wait. That's sec. What's sec mean?" "How about I start writing. And you can keep looking for sex." Her face grew hot at the word.
Rachel crawled up onto the bed with a big book. She straddled a round wooden bedpost and flipped through the pages. "I can't wait 'till I'm sixteen." "Why?" "'Cause then I'll have boobs and a boyfriend." Tess set the dictionary aside and picked up her lined paper and stubby pencil. "So, what about our dads? Let's think of some scenes we want to have. We need a beginning, a middle, and an end. Let's see . . . What kind of things do you do with your dad?" She turned and looked up to see Rachel wrapped around the bedpost. A landlocked mermaid monkey. "I like going to the movies with my dad because we put M&M's in our popcorn. And I like when he puts me to bed because he reads-" "He still puts you to bed?" Rachel shut her book. She wrapped her legs tighter around the post. "I don't understand why none of these books have sex in them."
Tess watched Rachel press hard and slow into the bedpost. Watching her, she could almost feel it between her own legs. "This is boring," Rachel said, unwrapping her limbs. "Let's go play in the basement." "Okay." Tess felt something hot and sharp. Maybe she had to use the bathroom. "And then can we write the beginning of the play?" "Whatever." Jim reached for the remote and turned on the TV, lowering the volume a few bars. "Hey, just let us know when one of your plays is being performed, and we'll make the trip down to see it." "Oh, of course. Would be great to have you guys." He chugged. "Nothing good on around this time, is there." David shrugged. "We're not big TV watchers." "Yeah, not much-oh, wait. Diving." Jim shot forward like he was about to be offered a deal. Like it was game time and he was absolutely ready. "I can't get enough of this stuff. Just fascinating, diving. Isn't it? I mean, look at that! Can you-I could never do that. I've been trying to get Rachel into it. I think she'd be a great diver." "Really?" The television suddenly seemed absurdly far from the couch. "Yeah," David squinted to see the screen. "I can see that." He sat on the edge so his skin wasn't touching the animal skin. "Tess's gotten really into playwriting, actually. She's-" "Wow! Did you see that?" Jim's voice cracked. "Sorry. Great entry into the water. Go on. What's Tess been doing?" "Oh, nothing. She's just been asking me a lot of questions about plays. Wants me to read hers and critique them-or creep them, as she says. Can't bring myself to correct that one. So adorable." "Plays? Really? Rachel would never do that." Jim was staring, open-mouthed, at the screen. Enamored. "I can't believe Tess is writing plays. Are you lying? Smart girl." "She is. She is. Rachel's smart, too," David offered. "Thanks. She's . . . yeah, she's going to be a knockout. I'll have to fend 'em off."
"Oh, I'm sure." David drank. "Tess, too," Jim offered. "Of course." David finished his beer and set it down on the baseball-shaped coaster. "Oh, this diver's good. I think I've seen her before." The blond stood backwards at the edge of the diving board, tense with concentration. She jumped up, her strong long legs fully extended, her body arched backwards, head thrown back as she pitched up and over. Like a falling leaf, or a flipping pen. But as quickly as she went up, she came right back down, her head slamming first the board and then the water. Her skull emitted a vile hollow bang. A sound akin to a horror movie scream, or a laugh track, erupted from the audience. The camera zoomed in and panned the pool's surface, searching. Her body floated up, shoulders first.
Jim turned the channel. "Wait!" Something acidic shot up David's throat. Jim landed on the news and turned down the volume. He set down the remote. "Was-is that live?" "I think so," Jim said. "So . . . you would let Rachel do that?" "Oh, come on. That rarely happens. Diving's a safer sport than football." "You'd let your daughter play football?" The room suddenly seemed wider than usual. There was so much empty space. David stood up. "You know, I have to step out for a minute," he said. "I forgot something out in the car." He paused in the doorway. "Great beer, Jim. I'll have another one when I get back." the kitchen "Mom," Rachel said. "We need a loaf of bread." Rachel and Tess stood in the kitchen doorway in their bathing suits, bandanas wrapped over their heads and tied under their chins.
Sarah shot Danielle an amused smile. "What are you girls dressed up as?" Tess stepped out from behind Rachel. "Jews." "Oh, no. Tess," Danielle set down the knife and broccoli, "are you making Rachel play this? You know they're actually Jewish, honey. They might be offended."
"What are they playing?" Sarah asked. Rachel sighed. "We're playing Hiding from the Nazis. We just need a loaf of bread." "Hiding from the what?" "Nazis, Mom. Ever heard of 'em?" Rachel crossed her arms and stuck out a twiggy leg.
"Yes, Rach. I have." "Don't ask," said Danielle. "They learned about it in school or something and she got really interested. It's your favorite game now, isn't it, Tess?" Tess crossed and then uncrossed her arms. "Okay, I don't think I have a whole loaf," Sarah moved things around in the cupboard above the counter. "Here." She handed Rachel a few pieces of sliced bread in a plastic bag. "Aren't you girls cold in those bathing suits? It's winter."
Rachel grabbed the bread and walked out. Tess trailed close behind, tightening the knot under her chin.
the driveway
Out of habit, David locked the car doors. He tried to adjust the driver's seat but it popped and fell back too far as he leaned on it. "Whoa," he said, pulling out a pack of matches from his pocket. He took out a half-smoked joint, struck a match, and lit the paper, breathing in deep. The smoke filled up his lungs, the back of his throat, all the imaginary empty spaces. He blew out, coughing.
The diver's injury played out over and over again, poorly edited. He bit down, shook his head like a dog, but the images wouldn't go away. Was she okay? He took another hit, turned on the ignition, and started fiddling with the radio. Nothing was coming in clear. Finally fuzzy classical music sifted out at him. He turned it up. When the paper started to burn his fingers, he stubbed the joint out in the ashtray.
And that sound, that hollow bang against the board, it wouldn't stop bouncing around between his ears. He saw the diver's legs, the moment right before she jumped when they were so sleek and shiny and perfect, and then he saw Danielle's wet bag, her blood-colored bag and her warm mouth, so tight out by the car. The bang against the board.
He slammed off the radio and closed his eyes.
the laundry room "I really just have to." Danielle's voice was raised and monotone, as she tried to keep up the conversation with Sarah in the kitchen. She pulled out a speckled blouse from the dryer. "I was traveling in this shirt all day, and I feel gross." She peeled off her T-shirt, pulled on the warm, stained blouse. "I don't care. Everyone'll just have to deal with how ugly I look." With her palms, she smoothed the material against her waist, her arms, everywhere but her chest. "Sarah? Check on the garlic bread. Something's burning." Enjoy." He nodded towards the bottle on the glass table. "Thank you. Very good brew." David's lungs still felt like they were shrinking. Shriveling like raisins. And the leather was smelling up the whole room. "So how's the law doing these days?" His nostrils were coated with it.
Jim swung the imaginary golf club and then stared out over David's head as if he were watching the ball float off in the distance. "Still ridiculous." He relaxed and then arranged his body for another practice swing, shaking his head. "People are crazy, you know that? Crazy. Especially when it comes to their real estate." He swung again.
David tipped the bottle. One gulp, two gulps, three.
the basement
The couch was gutted out, its cushions standing upright around the room. Several sheets lay draped over the cushions and transplanted dining room chairs. Rachel and Tess sat in the middle of it all, holding a flashlight in the dark.
"I think I hear them!" Tess said. "I think . . . oh no, they're going to kill us!" Rachel covered her mouth in almost realistic panic. Tess covered her mouth, too. "Darling, you must come here," Rachel said. "This loaf-half loaf of bread is all we have left! Wait-you're my daughter, right?" "Yeah." Tess tried to make herself very small. She curled up into Rachel. "You're good at this game. Mommy, are we going to die?" She was surprised at the sudden flatness of her own voice.
"We will not die! They will not find us here! But we must be very quiet." Rachel wrapped her arms around Tess and the two sat there, warm and filmy, like milk in a pan.
Rachel suddenly lay down, dragging Tess with her. "If we make any noise they'll find us," she whispered, staring Tess directly in the eye. "Okay," she let go. "I don't like this game anymore. I think we should play House now. You're the husband and I'm your wife." "Okay." Tess's voice came out too loud. She cleared her throat and whispered, "Okay." She dropped her flashlight behind her, clapping out the light. "What do you mean?" "Like, do what married people do." "Are we still hiding from the Nazis?" "Sure." Rachel shifted closer so that their noses were touching. "Now you have to kiss me," she whispered. "Because you're the husband." She shut her eyes, waiting.
Tess rolled on top of her. "Like this?" The girl was a bed of jutting bones. "Yeah." She tilted her head, leaned down, and pressed her lips onto Rachel's. Then she remembered to close her eyes. They opened their mouths, teeth click-clacking. It was soap-operatic, rigid, mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.
"Girls!" Sarah's voice came from the top of the stairs. It was accompanied by a flick of the light switch. The room was shot up in harsh fluorescence, a searchlight. "Dinner's ready. Come out of there. We need the chairs."
Rachel shoved Tess off and she landed on the flashlight.
"Oh, and Hitler called," Sarah said. "He said the Nazis are gone. They gave up." the dining room Despite the hot food and the sparkly chandelier, it was cold and dark around the mahogany table. And even colder and darker underneath it, where so many legs and feet engaged in important conversations.
"Not hungry, Tess? You love macaroni and cheese," Danielle said. "Sarah made it especially-" "I'm fine." Tess poked the noodles with the fork. These forks were much bigger than their forks at home. "I like the box kind. "Are you girls writing a play?" Danielle asked, pushing her plate farther from her. "I know Tess was excited about doing that." "Yup," Rachel said. "We're writing about the-" "No!" Tess stared down into her uneaten dinner. So many escape routes had been found there. "It's a surprise." "Surprises are very good in the theater," David said. "It's a very good technique." He beamed at his daughter, patted her knee, slid his foot out from under his wife's. "And will you be performing it for us?" Tess nodded. "On New Year's Eve." "Rachel, you should take a bath tonight," Sarah said, gnawing on a chicken bone. "You didn't take one earlier, did you?" "Can Tess take one with me?" Rachel served herself more steamed broccoli. Sarah glanced at Danielle. "Sure! You girls already have on your suits. We can pour in bubbles and turn on the jets, make it all fancy." "Yeah." Rachel bit the tip of her broccoli and smiled at Tess from across the table. "Jim, go draw them a bath," Sarah said. "They can make their own bath. They're ten years old." "Jim." David heard the vile hollow bang again as something brushed against his socked foot. He wasn't sure what, or whose, it was.
the upstairs bathroom
The girls stepped into the tub without taking off their bathing suits. The bubbles stuck to their skin like fur. The room smelled of bubble gum detergent. "Okay, so should he say, 'Thanks, that was nice, but now it's time for work,' or something like, 'Great game, Hitler. Now off to work!'" There was no response. "And is your dad a Nazi or a Jew?" Rachel pulled the comforter up under her chin and breathed loudly through her nose. Tess set down her lined paper and stumpy pencil. She stepped down onto the floor and got under the covers. "We can finish it tomorrow. And then we can start rehearsing." She moved closer to Rachel's back in slow, steady shifts. "Hey," she whispered. "Truth or dare." She bit one knuckle of her clenched fist, but there was no response. "Want to play husband and wife again?" "No." Tess released her fist and stared out the window. The sky was so dark. The ceiling was too tall. She counted all the ways this bedroom was different from her own and by the time she got to five, her stomach burned and her throat ached and she wanted to crawl into her parents' bed and sleep between their steaming faces. Rachel's breath eventually evened out and her back grew warm against Tess's damp front. Slowly, carefully, Tess wrapped her arm around Rachel's waist and moved even closer so that she could feel her ribs puff in and out. She felt very small, very flat, and utterly empty.
the downstairs bathroom
Danielle leaned on the counter with her back to the mirror and Sarah stood facing her. It was much too crowded. When she tried to remove her stained shirt, it was all elbows and knobby barriers. Stuck on first this shoulder, then that one, then the back of the head. She unhooked her bra and let it drop, the cups still warm as they fell past Sarah's knuckles.
Danielle took Sarah's hand and pulled it towards her, like come with me, come play over here and then over there, come to the same university, the same apartment, until him and then him, until the weddings and the births, all the way up from her stomach to her waist to her left breast. The lump felt like a lump. It was huddled in tissue, hiding.
"Right there."
the home office Jim lifted the photograph from his desk and sniffed the frame. Rachel had made the purple sparkly frame in kindergarten and somehow it still smelled like Elmer's glue. Last year's New Year's Eve picture was one of the better ones, Jim thought, although it would soon, sadly, have to be put in the drawer and replaced with this year's soon-tobe-taken group photo. He held it up close to his face in an attempt at memorization.
They were off-center, stuffed on the living room couch. Rachel and Tess were wearing frozen smiles and matching dresses, squeezed in the middle by their mothers. Sarah had one eye partly closed-was she beginning or ending a wink at the camera?-and Danielle was adjusting that dangerous black dress and staring off wide-eyed. She was the first to see the New Year's mouse, and would scream a moment later. David was perched on the couch arm, gripping Danielle's hand and smiling down at the top of her head, or maybe down into her dress, and only half of Jim's body had made it into the frame before the camera's timer went off.
It was Jim's favorite photo for reasons he couldn't explain. To anyone else, it probably appeared amateur and messy. The flash was too bright, and the timing was all wrong. No one, except the girls, was ready for it.
the small bedroom Sarah switched off the bedroom light and stood in the doorway, watching them. The two girls were curled on the ground, little burrowing animals.
